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Rosh HaShanah 5777—Day 1 
Rabbi Ita Paskind 
Congregation Beth El Norwalk 
 

Exactly 1 week.  47 hours and 32 seconds.  20 hours to go.  Just 7 hours left!  So the countdown went 

until the car pulled up at my house, we loaded our suitcases in, and started our trip to Israel.  I was a 

month shy of 13 that first time.  I had just celebrated my Bat Mitzvah in NJ, and we were going on a 

combination family/synagogue trip--really, it was me and my childhood best friend, our immediate 

families and grandparents, and a random 4 other folks who were looking for a trip.  No joke.  And it 

was simply amazing--Tel Aviv, Masada and the Dead Sea, the Kotel, falafel like it was meant to be, 

the sights and smells of the shuk… and all that Hebrew, spoken by so, so many Jews...in our own 

country.  No doubt, many of you can identify with this experience of falling in love with Israel. 

Since that first visit, I’ve been to Israel another 16 or 17 times. 

This last visit was different.  As many of you know, I was 1 of 21 rabbis selected for a 6-day mission 

through the educational foundation of AIPAC, the American Israel Public Affairs Committee.  We 

came from all over the New York area, greater LA, Dallas, Seattle, Florida; we were reform, 

conservative, and 1 modern orthodox. Most importantly, each of us was--and is--deeply passionate 

about Israel, about justice for human beings of all religions, colors, ethnicities; and about peace.   
 

From our perches here in the States, we’re used to a steady stream of negative images of Israel in 

the media: Israel bulldozing Palestinian homes, yet another shooting or stabbing or rocket or 

suicide bombing… I can’t deny that those things do happen in and on the edges of our beloved 

homeland.  And that’s why it was particularly important to me to step out of my comfort zone and 

into what I’d always felt were the fringes of Israeli, Palestinian, and Arab society. 
 

On this first day of Rosh HaShanah, our Torah demands that we notice the earliest tensions between 

the children of Avraham.  Yitzchak and Sarah clash with Yishmael and Hagar.  In our version, Sarah 

and Yitzchak gain the upper hand and the covenant is passed down through the Israelite line.  In the 

Qur’an, it’s Hagar and Yishmael’s line that become the heirs to a grand tradition.  We’ve gotten used 

to the easy adage that Jews and Arabs, Jews and Muslims, will forever be in conflict, as simplistic as 

that is.  If nobody does anything about it, then it will continue to be true.  I believe that we have an 

obligation--as human beings and as peace-aspiring Jews--to do something to change that status 

quo.  This was the life-long dream of Shimon Peres, of blessed memory, Israel’s 9th president who 

passed away just last Wednesday.  While there are clearly massive challenges to shifting the 

dynamics between Israeli Jews, Israeli Arabs, and Palestinians, I’m feeling hopeful, and i want to 

share some stories to show you why. 
 

Meet Izzy.  Some of you learned a little about him when I spoke briefly about my trip back in 

august.  Izzy is an officer in the Israel Defense Forces, serving in a unit called COGAT, Coordinator of 

Government Activities in the Territories.  He’s about 23 years old.  Our group met Izzy at 6am on a 

Thursday morning at his post, the Rachel Border Crossing, a checkpoint terminal built into the 

security wall between Bethlehem and southern Jerusalem.  We can see a line of men waiting to 

enter on the Bethlehem side.  Izzy tells us that this checkpoint processes 6-8,000 Palestinian men 
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each day as they cross into Israel for work--all before 7am.  In fact, this is one of 11 checkpoints 

around the West Bank, for a total of 60,000 Palestinians crossing back and forth each day.   

You may recall that the security wall was constructed in the wake of the 2nd intifada, with the goal 

of minimizing terrorist activity in Israel.  While bus bombings and other terror attacks are down--a 

lot--the reality is that the security wall has affected the daily lives of thousands of Palestinian 

families who simply want to make a living. 
 

That’s where Izzy and his team come in. Their job is to protect the security of Israelis by screening 

all Palestinians who come into Israel.  Period.  They have a choice, though, in the tone they set as 

they go about their business.  Izzy is adamant that his team has chosen the friendlier route, focusing 

on building positive relationships, even while protecting Israel’s security.  We learn stories of how 

this approach has brought real change to individuals’ lives--the mother who needed someone to 

fight for her to get into Israel to be with her sick child at the hospital, the older men who come 

through the checkpoint and who are whisked to the VIP line so they don’t have to stand on line for 

45 minutes, the commitment by Izzy and his team to decrease the wait time to 25 minutes tops by 

the end of 2017.  The smallest exchanges--a nod or wave of recognition, a few words tossed back 

and forth in Arabic, a smile--are the ones that touched me most deeply.  They are evidence that 

Izzy’s team has worked for years to foster positive relationships with Palestinians under these less-

than-ideal circumstances.   
 

It would be so easy to obsess over the problems--the terrorist activity that continues even now, the 

clear hierarchy between the young soldiers with their guns and the laborers holding nothing but 

their papers and a brown-bag lunch, the very fact that a huge segment of an entire population still 

lives under occupation--yeah, there are a lot of problems.  Izzy doesn’t have the power to negotiate 

a peace agreement.  He can’t direct the army to withdraw from the West Bank, as it did from Gaza 

11 summers ago.  Change starts small, and he’s doing the very best he can to ensure that the regular 

Palestinians he meets know that there are Israelis, Jews, who have compassion, who care about 

their rights and their families.  In a region where it’s increasingly more difficult to find 

opportunities for human interaction, I was surprised and privileged to see it at a checkpoint. 
 

Let’s turn northward.  We’re now in the heart of the West Bank, about 20 minutes from Ramallah, 

capital of the Palestinian Authority.  We’re in a brand-new community, gleaming white with 

limestone apartment buildings, sidewalks, an elementary school, playgrounds, a town shopping 

center, coffee shops, a hotel and conference center, a huge outdoor amphitheater, and a mosque.  A 

series of humongous Palestinian flags wave proudly along the crest of the hill.  This is Rawabi, 

which in Arabic means ”hills”, and it’s the first-ever planned city in the Palestinian Territories.  You 

can look up their website after the holiday--you’ll be blown away and want to put a down payment 

on an apartment.  I won’t lie--I was tempted.   

Rawabi is the dream of businessman Bashar al-Masri, who divides his time between the West Bank 

and Canada.  He tells us that his motivation was to do something that the Palestinian people could 

be proud of.  Enough of the complaining and the sitting around and doing nothing to change the 

status quo… Rawabi will soon be the home of over 1,000 Palestinian families, and they won’t have 

to go far for any necessities or entertainment.  The idea is that people will flock to Rawabi for fun, 
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even if they don’t live there.  The project itself is scheduled to yield 5,000 jobs.  Currently, 2 of the 

22 planned apartment neighborhoods have residents; the 3rd and 4th sets have been purchased; 

and the rest are yet to be constructed.  If everything goes according to plan, another 5 planned cities 

will be built in the next 10 years.  Driving through Rawabi, there aren’t yet a ton of people around, 

but the air is filled with anticipation.  It’s no wonder that the city’s slogan is “The best is yet to 

come”. 
 

Rawabi is going to be amazing for Palestinians, but we wondered--as you may be--what its 

existence means for Palestinian relations with Israel.  There are 3 major takeaways: 

1. Because Bashar wants to build only the best in Rawabi, and because the best regional 

experts are Israelis, he insists on bringing in Israelis to consult and advise on the project, 

particularly in setting up the water systems in this desolate region.  It’s a small start, but this 

change in dynamics may be a game-changer--shifting away from a relationship of occupation 

to one of equal business associates. 

2. On the other hand, any construction project necessarily includes red tape, and Rawabi is no 

different.  Although it’s primarily located in Area A--under full Palestinian control--there are 

peripheral parts that are in Area C--under full Israeli military control.  It’s frustrating to deal 

with Israel’s rules, Bashar says; he’s tired of the occupation and, like everyone else, wants it 

to come to an end. 

3. #3, and this is my own observation:  In Rawabi, there is excellence, something that will be 

new to many of its inhabitants. In Bashar, you have a Palestinian businessman and idealist 

committed to improving conditions in what he hopes will one day be Palestine.  As we drove 

away from Rawabi, its buildings glistening in the summer sunlight and its flags waving 

proudly, my heart swelled with hope that this might become a society that would be able to 

make peace with Israel. 
 

There’s 1 more person I want you to meet, Samar Atamne.  Samar is in his late 30s--married with 3 

kids--and he lives in an Arab village in Israel called Kufr Kara.  Of all the individuals we met in this 

6-day whirlwind, Samar stays with me the most. 

Over the course of an hour, Samar shares with the group about his childhood and the peace-

nurturing work he does each day.  Like all Israeli Arabs, Samar went to an Arabic-language school 

where he also studied Hebrew and Tanach, the Jewish Bible.  He had little exposure to Jewish 

people until he went off to Hebrew University in Jerusalem.  Samar described his big “aha” moment 

happening on a bus--he was on his way home, and the bus passed through Ben Gurion airport.  A 

soldier got on board, looked around, asked for Samar’s ID card, and told him to get off the bus; 

although he carries the same blue ID card as all Israelis, he’d been profiled, and thus began his 

exploration of identity--his own as an Arab Israeli, as well as what it means to grow up Jewish in 

Israel.  You can imagine the kinds of things he discovered, but instead of becoming embittered, 

Samar heeded a crucial piece of advice from his parents:  “If you want to change your society, you 

first have to change yourself.” 

Samar was drawn back to a place he’d known as a child--Givat Chaviva, the Center for Shared 

Society, which works in local communities to build relationships between Jews and Arabs in Israel. 

Samar now co-directs the education department with--you guessed it--a Jewish Israeli woman.  One 
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of their programs engages Jewish and Arab Israeli children, along with their parents and their 

teachers, to forge relationships in spite of tension between their communities.  The teens get 

together regularly for seminars at Givat Chaviva, and because their whole networks get involved, 

the impact is broad. Givat Chaviva also facilitates building bridges between the mayors of Jewish 

and Arab Israeli towns and villages, who get together regularly and even make joint statements 

during times of crisis.   

In spite of his complex status in Israeli society, Samar is committed to building those bridges.  He is 

making a difference, one person and one community at a time.   

Izzy.  Bashar.  Samar.  They’ll never meet each other, but they are bound to one another in their 

commitment to tikkun olam--literally, building something better in a broken world.  Our own 

tradition insists that we conclude our personal Amidah with a prayer for peace.  The Talmud 

prescribes the physical movements that accompany this prayer--we are to take 3 steps backward, 

bow to the left and to the right, and only then utter that most sacred word, shalom.  Rabbi 

Menachem Sacks, a 20th-century rabbi who taught in Chicago, argued that this is no frivolous detail; 

no, in a very real way, we are turning our bodies to those who stand in a different place--who think 

differently, who embody a different narrative--and we acknowledge their right to stand there.  Only 

once we embrace those who think differently are we free to pursue shalom.  The individuals I met in 

Israel are doing just that. 
 

AIPAC’s Educational Foundation did an incredible job challenging me by introducing me and the 20 

other rabbis to many other men and women whose stories I wish I had time to share, but I hope I’ve 

been able to convey the deep commitment that does exist in such a complex society. There are 

pockets of people talking to one another, dynamics are changing for the better, and small majorities 

of Palestinians and Israelis continue to favor the creation of a Palestinian State.  It’s a new year for 

us, a new year for Israel, and I pray that 5777 brings inspiration in all sectors to listen more to each 

other, to work together.  Oseh shalom bimromav, Hu ya’aseh shalom aleinu v’al kol yisrael v’al kol 

yoshvei tevel, v’imru Amen. 

 


